One of the restored buildings in the Colonial Williamsburg historic site is the Secretary's Office, built in 1747-48, the oldest public records structure in the Englishspeaking colonies. Probably few archivists and other records professionals know that the antecedents of their profession are well represented in such a popular tourist attraction. This essay considers three lessons for archivists in their quest for greater public understanding and support, drawing on how this old public records structure has been interpreted. First, the essay suggests that the story of the Secretary's Office is not well known by archivists and those interested in the history of efforts to preserve our documentary heritage. Second, the essay recounts the story of the failure by America's premier and pioneering historic site to interpret fully the legacy of the public * First published: The
This essay considers three lessons for archivists in their quest for greater public understanding and support, drawing on how this old public records structure has been interpreted. First, it suggests that the story of the Secretary's Office is not well known by archivists and 3 The building was called by both names in the past century, but it has been known as the Secretary's Office for at least the last two decades. As this essay suggests, the Public Records Office designation seems to have been a temporary creation of early interpreters of the building intending to explicitly indicate the structure's purpose. Both archival and public memory have been weakened even though the 250-year-old Secretary's Office is one of the best-preserved original structures in Colonial Williamsburg. Constructed at a cost of a little over 367 pounds, the 56-by-24-foot building was completed by December 1748. Designed to resist damage by fire, the main threat to records and books, it has no basement or attic, floors of paving stone, plastered walls and window jambs, and a minimum of exposed wood. The structure also includes four fireplaces, likely to keep out the infamous Tidewater humidity, a threat almost as insidious as fire.
Consisting of three rooms -a large center room supposedly used by the secretary and his clerks for copying and referencing records, and two outer rooms, each probably used for records storage-the public records building is one of the smallest on the Duke of Gloucester Street, only some of the shops being smaller. After Virginia's capital was moved to Richmond in 1781, the Secretary's office was used as an office for the Court of Admiralty, then for the Chancery Court, and then as the home of the headmaster of a private grammar school (the school was briefly Williamsburg buildings), and the room on the left was closed with a sign indicating that it was being used for "Administrative Offices." , 1954) , trying to ascertain whether Maryland had, in fact, the oldest public records structure in North America. A repository had been authorized in 1729 and some documentary evidence indicates that it was used. It may be that the old structure on the State Circle near the capitol building known as the "old treasury building" may have been originally built for storing public records. The problem may be that the identification of the structure is far less certain than it is for the old public records office in Williamsburg, making the latter's claim for the oldest extant records repository the more certain. In addition to this project, the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation has a major research library for its own purposes, the John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Library, holding "72,000 volumes, 12,500 rare books, 150 manuscript collections comprising 50,000 manuscript pages dating largely from the eighteenth century. There are 50,000 architectural drawings, 6,000 reels or microfilm, 10,000 micro-fiches, and 500,000
images, most of them photographs." My own experience at the Minnesota Historical Society suggests that reexamination of long-standing assumptions and arguments about historical methodology is also needed to reestablish history as a discipline central to public understanding of how past events relate to the present. The distinction between a scientific and objective process of research and analysis and a suspiciously subjective process of communication is no longer tenable. The public is more than willing to engage difficult subjects and complex meanings in exhibits that do not avoid emotion…. However, we can speculate about how this might work.
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